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Just as movements in a sympho-

ny must work together to achieve
harmony, the many operationsin afarm
need tofit intricately together to achieve
balance. So it is fitting that a suite—a
package of computer programs named
“FarmSuite”—offers farmers a way to
manage al their farming operations. But
it started with just one “movement.”

In the 1980s, peanut farmers noticed
something puzzling: Their dryland fields
were yielding more than their irrigated
fields. Initialy, they thought they were
irrigating improperly or recording the

F arming islike agrand symphony.

irrigation amounts incorrectly. To find
out, they asked scientists at the Agri-
cultural Research Service's (ARS)
National Peanut Research Laboratory
(NPRL) in Dawson, Georgia, for help.
“In fact, the farmers were not mis-
taken,” says Marshall Lamb, NPRL’s

food technologist. “The peanut plants
responded better to dryland conditions
because of improper irrigation manage-
ment.” From thiscollaboration, Irrigator
Pro was devel oped.

Irrigator Proisacomputerized expert
system designed to manage peanut
irrigation and pest control decisions.
Irrigator Pro’'s goal is to improve eco-
nomic returnsfrom irrigation and reduce
incidences of foreign material, immatur-
ity, off-flavor, chemical residues, en-
vironmental harm, and aflatoxin. Over
20 years of scientific research data and
information are incorporated in the
softwareto help peanut farmers makein-
formed, appropriateirrigation decisions.

Little did anyone know that this was
just the beginning of software systems
that would help peanut farmers do their
jobs. HarvPro, Peanut Curing Manager,
Capital Investment Program, Sprinkler
Cost Program, and later, WholeFarm
followed. “The program really blos-
somed from listening to farmers and
shellers describe problems and finding
ways to solve them,” says Lamb.

Retired mechanical engineer James
Davidson collaborated with peanut
farmers and the Peanut Foundation to
create Irrigator Pro in the late 1980s.
Lamb currently oversees the software
programs, including the latest software
component of the suite, WholeFarm,
which is fast becoming an integral part
of peanut farm operations. “ The software
has had a significant impact through
improved management by giving the
grower another method to make de-
cisions,” says Lamb.

All types of information are incorpo-
rated into the WholeFarm software to
provide a reliable, accurate picture of
what is happening on a farm and help
the grower make financial decisions
about the farm operation. Farmer can
“build” their farmsinto the computer and
analyze different situations that can af-
fect the entire operation. For example, a
farmer can eval uate which cropsto plant
for maximum profit and how changesin
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crop priceswould influenceincome, cash
flow, and break-even yields. Even equip-
ment purchases can be figured in.

A farmer with a computer can quick-
ly enter field informati on to manage crop
production more effectively than ever.
Water-, temperature-, and cost-moni-
toring graphs let a grower evaluate
economic and agronomic conditions.
WholeFarm includes predictive software
to help farmers plan more effectively, and
it recommends a course of action.

The Farm Bill of 2002 allows grow-
ers to produce crops in response to
market conditionsinstead of by artificial
acreage quotas determined by the gov-
ernment. This helps protect growers
incomes and allowsthem to pursue what
they want to grow and what they feel will
be profitablefor them. This makesatool
like WholeFarm not only important, but
for someintheindustry, highly desirable.

In Georgia, some lending institutions
strongly encourage farmers to provide
the cost analysis and profit/yield pre-
dictions run by the software. Southwest
Georgia Farm Credit's loan officer
Bonnie Smith says, “Itisagreat package
to have in the loan application, since it
allows for sensitivity analysis on crop
prices and provides a good overview of
farmer operations. If the WholeFarm
analysisisnot inthe package, we ask the
farmer to include it. It gives sensible
projectionsfor the farm operation based
on previous data, and with the new Farm
Bill, WholeFarm can factor in direct
paymentsfrom the government and other
projections.”

Farmers find the software helpful,
even if it takes some getting used to. Al
Breedlove, a Georgia producer of pea-
nuts, corn, and cotton, is happy to have
the software handy. “It takes time and
discipline, but in the long run it really
helps,” says Breedlove. He was a little
intimidated at first. “ But the NPRL staff
was so helpful in getting me started with
the software, which alows me to keep
up with recording al the daily activity
and inputs.”
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Eachfieldishandled individually and
is different from others, according to
Breedlove. “Through the program, you
can calculate profit or lossfor individual
fields and get yield projections,” says
Breedlove. “It’s like balancing a
checkbook. The more often | balancethe
checkbook, the more precise the in-
formation will be and the more confident
| am in the bottom line. By keeping up
with inputs and other activity, | know
what’s happening in each field, and it
takes out alot of the guesswork.”

Changes in market variables, prices
the crop will bear, or even the cost of
fieldinputs can bealtered in the program.
“We can change the software immedi-
ately to reflect the information needs a
grower has at any time,” according to
Lamb.

The software is distributed by the
Peanut Foundation under a Cooperative
Research and Development Agreement
with ARS. “The program provides
integrated software that isn’t available
elsewhere: an economic model and a
farm equipment technology model,” says
Peanut Foundation executive director
Howard Valentine. “While farming is a
great lifestyle, it's a poor business. Our
country needsfarmersto stay in business,
and we need to transfer agronomic
knowledgeto thefarmersto assist them.”

Lamb and the Peanut Foundation are
considering making the program web
based. Also, peanuts aren’t the only
commodity the software covers. “The
program can be tailored to larger
audiences, like cotton and cornfarmers,”
says Lamb.

Currently, FarmSuite software, in-
cluding all of the software programsto-
gether, is available from the Peanut
Foundationfor only $25, and farmersare
permitted to share the programs. Why
only $25?“We are a not-for-profit orga-
nization,” Vaentineexplains. “Wedon't
want the price toimpede growers' use of
the software. Our profit is in keeping
growers profitable.”—By Sharon
Durham, ARS.

Thisresearchispart of Soil Resource
Management, an ARSNational Program
(#202) described on the World Wi de Web
at www.nps.ars.usda.gov.
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Peanut plantsdug up from the
field and hanging upside down.
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